More than two centuries ago Henri de Saint-Simon envisaged physical laws to describe human societies. Driven by advances in statistical physics, network science, data analysis, and information technology, this vision is becoming a reality. Many of the grandest challenges of our time are of a societal nature, and methods of physics are increasingly playing a central role in improving our understanding of these challenges, and helping us to find innovative solutions. The Social physics Collection at Scientific Reports is dedicated to this research.
www.nature.com/scientificreports www.nature.com/scientificreports/ De Nadai et al. 19 study whether human cognition imposes constraints in the digital space similar to those that we know exist in the physical space, such as keeping the number of friends and favorite places stable over time. Indeed this seems to be the case, with the results painting an intriguing picture that links human behavior in the physical and digital worlds, bridging research across computer science, social physics, and computational social science.
In addition to the three examples above, several other fascinating papers have been published recently, for example by Santos et al. 20 studying the role of reward and punishment in climate change dilemmas, by Johnson et al. 21 studying the emergent dynamics of extremes in a population driven by common information sources and new social media algorithms, and by Agarwal et al. 22 studying the identification and characterization of teleconnections on different scales through networks. There is no doubt that the Social physics Collection will amass a number of fascinating contributions over time. We encourage the readers to stay tuned, and we cordially invite prospective authors to consider contributing to the Collection.
With all the current and upcoming scientific and technological breakthroughs, it is easy to be excited about what the future holds. But there are formidable challenges up ahead as well. Examples include climate inaction, the depletion of natural resources, growing inequality, and perpetual conflicts in some parts of the world. These challenges, although primarily of a societal nature, require insights from different fields of research to be solved successfully. And physics has in recent years emerged as an important piece of this puzzle.
In the 20th century, physics gave us, among many other great discoveries, the atomic bomb. And although it would seem that peace and prosperity can sometimes benefit from such a show of strength, the hope is that the physics of the 21st century will give us a better understanding of our societies so that the universal goals of humanity can be achieved without force. If social physics will ultimately stand for that, all goals of this line of research would be achieved.
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